It is a name to chill anybody’s heart — Dartmoor, the bleakest, most 
infamous place of incarceration these islands have to offer. This is a rare 
report. The Sunday Times was granted special access to all parts of the 
prison to observe and photograph life there now. It is not the stuff of 
screaming headlines, for it no longer features the worst or even the most 
notorious of criminals. But within these damp walls, so saturated with 
penal history, one sees the strains of the modern prison system with 
devastating clarity. Report by Keith Wheatley. Photographs by Snowdon 
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In official terms the honourable member was right 
Until the mid Sixties HM Prison Dartmoor held the 
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SERVING TIME 
IN SUNLESS 
CELLS AND 
SICK AT HEART 


Prisoners today hate ‘the Moor’ as 
much as they ever did in the days of 
Jeg-irons and quarrying. Greyness and 
gloom permeate the fabric of the walls, 
and even the food is described as grey. 


While downcast prisoners trudge for exercise, stalt 
are also depressed — despite the occasional light 
touch. Officers and inmates agree that trouble is 
brewing. ‘ve been in Just about every major prison 
inthe country said one prisoner, and this is as low 
25 you can get in terms of any mental stimulation’ 
Many of the prison officers, often ex-Navy men, are 
disdainful of their charges: “In my tne the standard 
fof the inmates has dropped dramatically. They're 
Aimless, hopeless people. The quality of man is down’ 
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{ss who come o ware up at he tiny bared windows 
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‘Counties: Alcaraz, the Baile, Devi 
isan infamous and chilling one In the pecking order of 
Brush penology Dartmoor litle more than a regional 
dubin, yet camers-bappy Japanese visitors are not 
‘observed w gather outside Gartze or Durham: 

"Prisoners hate “the Moor” as much as they ever did in 
the days of leg-irons and groeiling workin the quarry 
recent reopened. Once they reacted 19 an intentionally 
barbaric regime; now they kick against neglect and lack 
of faciden Salf morale ix at rockebomom. La recent 
‘months wo votes of no confidence kave beea passed 
against the governor, beral newcomer Joba May 
(Ofcersand inmates say that rouble i brewing- 
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Tris not hard wo find an echo for Dudley's dias 
among the unformed seatt, many of them ex Navy and 
With a nostalaia for a bes class of vilain. "In my ime 
the standard of the inmazes has dropped dramatically. 
Theyre aimless, hopeless people” sid prison off 
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And the sanitary conditions are stil a bucket in each 
call Twelve yeas off the year 2000 and the Home Ot 
is saying that a toe is a lumury ster. You piss in 
Bucker, you crap in it and then you share a room ft by 4f 
When the cella are unlocked jst before eight o'clock 
cach morning, many af tbe buckets are empty "There are 
Plenty of people too embarrassed to walk through the 
wing wth explain 
Woolley. Instead, unplesan ae inprovise 
un newspaper and thrown from the tiny 
Each day a working party tour 

the cell block walls and collects the 


aking bucket of thei own filth 
pace 
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‘Only in one sense are Dare 

oe shares» cell, despite overcrowding ele 


being inside an 
cages to keep other people in ather nicks’. Work on 
be prison farm is regarded as a ‘proper job unlike 
‘hat ofthe “fairies” inthe drama workshop. Working- 
‘out in the prison gymnasium keeps the inmates 


learning a craft no you can make 


Dat to what end? To convince even ome ia 10 of tbem 
that they can break the habit of committing crimes is 
bloody hard work:) Prisoners cultivate cynicism as a 
protective skin against the institutions constant rubs 


British system. The tiny rooms would be easily reo 
able wo the convicia whao marched up 10 the M 
youth in 1450. Ie was Brivis fst criminal prison; 
hitherto death, wanspurtatioa or corporal punishment 
nad been the sentencing options for a mi-19th cennary 
nadge. Only 140 years ago locking offenders in small bar- 
ed rooma was an innovative step in penal policy. 
Breakfast comes 10 soon aftr the buckets for mos 
ases, Food that w 
tuners to each wing from the cera! kichen. Whit 
porridge 


prisoners with volumes of good 
bind them, 


none ofthe noisy, convival, plovridden prison canteens 
‘beloved af Hollywood movies Clutching plastic bowl and 
beaker of “diesel” (prison sang for unspeakable ien), hi 
iamais is locked back in Bis cell to est a solitary breakast 
Lunch and tea follow the same paner 
Windowiem and fetid, the kitchen combines an atmos 
phere of rand fat and slack despair. During our Vis 
There had beea ao profesional cook in charge for weeks 
Nobody in dha kitchen has got any qualifications, 
sid Ray, a sullen youth of 20 (ex Borstal, ex-etenton 
2 buge boiler 
of tea around 30 gallons, that had alseady been simmer 
ing for 40 minutes, Governor May adiited thatthe 
kachen lacked proper management sod produced “varı 
sb” food Since the Principal Officer (Catering) qui jast 


before Chrismas a replacement had proved hard ta fin 
king pood, but emere afier v ue 
board squad aad virtually medible The sew reve 
bled the tones of an unidencifed mammal suspended in a 
incon grey Duid that was pearly but oot quite 0 
No one coud fee! 
it was alenon designed x 

Bur if the climnase is stil larpely grey oa the Moo, tbere 
re the occasional bright sp0 peeping dau Prison 
aticers now run a two-week “Pre-elese course” for 
inmates coming the end of a sentence. Outside 
speakers — from local GPs to drugs counsellors 
convey to prisoners the real problems they are go 
face beyond the big gat, Job interviews ae staged I> 


and a vadeo camera records for later group analysis how 
a prisoner elds a tricky question; for example, what he 
hasbeen doing i te messing years on his CV 

According w poson oficer Gordon Gilbert, ose of four 
staff wo run the courres, the first major hurdle ist help 
‘mates acknowledge they face bleakness out in the real 
world. “In their ume in peison they've probably never 
talked about wat’ really ouside. They brag about home 
but for most of them i's nothing. You can't look forward 
10 that for a ong stretch so chey construct a fantasy? said 
Gibert His comzent to helping prisoners bas earned 
‘opposition from the "Dartmoor dinosaurs”, as the old- 
style officers are known. ("They think the cons should be 
locked up all day and force to read the Bibie by candle- 
light said one younger officer) 

"These people are living a the boro ofthe dustbin. 
‘They found their way there at 16 and they believe that is 
Ali there "continued Gilbert. To convince even one in 
10 of them that they can break the habit of commiting 
times in bloody hard work, but we've pot to do some- 
‘thing™ Ir akes the PR coarse two days, on average, 10 
cajole prisoners io speaking English; 1o leave behind 
the mindless, scataigical cae vorcal argot of jail ufe 

‘Any prison professional wili say that the best precursor 
for a successful release is not a course, however pood, but 
somewhere to go and someone to love. "These people 
‘become very selfish inude I's truly sa hatte person 
ouside is doing the sentence” added Gilbert, an incon- 
Sruousiy toughlooking maa, Prison probation officer 
Margaret Freeguard concurred: “Wives can yet very 
angry with men who've got no Worries about food, the 
Tent and the heating. They seem t have everything on 2 
plate and thea the men say, ‘Bring me in a radio’ They 
find it very hard w bear and often ea say the course” 

At the overnight say hosel in Princetown, Pauline, a 
young mum from South London, was snuggling eight- 
month-old Peter into a warm one-piece suit for the miles 
walle the prison 

Inthe visting room, his father sat at one of 20 square 
tables waiting. Mirrors lined the picture rail and an 
officer sat ar a raised dais. Ie wast to crowded. Once a 
‘month the “Toaypundy Expres” beings fae froca 
South Wales, up 1o $0 at a ime, and facilities are so over- 
burdened that an old woodwork shop becomes a visiting 
‘oom. Children bat the coatinemeat and play up, parti- 
‘ularly if Daddy is apse. 

“Ez often rains the visit’"said Pauline as she pushed the 
‘bugay up 10 the fortress. The wives of French prisoners 
of war who were the first Dartmoor nates in 1806 would 
fot have contemplated a hugely diferent vista “You can 
apend all your time keeping the baby quiet and aot be 
able to talt to your fella. feet tired now?” she said, wense at 
the reunion to come. “Every time | come the journey 
ecam longer. You can't alk anyone on the ain They 
‘owe sway if yon xy ye coming m the prison” 

Home Office regulations specify bal-hour family 
‘sit per prisoner, per month. Rules get bent at Darumoor: 
You dost give a man 30 minutes with a wife and three 
swoallcldren who've come overnight on the coach from 
Glasgow sf you bope to run an ondely and contented 
prison. Lamases wearing the end of sentence also qualify 
for ax ieas a lng weekend at home prior to release 

"Home eae is not a privilege W be pleads for in my 
ev maid Joba May. "PI go out of ay way to make it 
possible for prisoners to bave it because the situation 
uiting at home isthe single most inportant factor in 
Whether shey re-lfend” This Is another area where 
officers think May it "oft on cous 

The other flickering light that May has shielded from 
the animosity of his suf is “the Caesar project Film 
prodocer Paul Scholman has spent thee year prepar- 
ing w make a fn about Julius Caesar, set within Dart 
moor and using prisoners extensively in the cast. Prin 
‘ial photography s due wo sast in s few months 

A group oCaround 20 inmates bave veen involved with 


THE GOVERNOR:IS 
HE ASOFT TOUCH? 


Votes of no confidence from his prison officers have 
‘oot eroded the granite conviction of Dartmoor’ mew 
“liberal” governor John May. “Rule ome of the service 
requires that we do something (0 help people. That 
somehow got pushed aside in the pressure of getting 
‘through the day with the same number of prisoners 
locked wp at bedtime as you had at breakfast-time' 


an acting workshop that will ain them for roles in front 
ofthe cameras. Iti a twice-daily “work” activity chat 
‘operates on an equal sunding with assembling hit 
cabinets or grafting on the prison estate ~ although not 
necessarily in the eyes ofthe rest of the prison. 

“You take flak for applying w join this workshop. They 
think were a lot of fais dancing around up here” said 
Tony Cripps, in the disused first-floor schoolroom where 
cor Bruce Lidingion has come int lead the group. A 
yuial officer has chalked “Stage Door” on the drab 
‘eurance. There's ot of opposition fram the officer” 
continued Cripps. “One who's quite matey offered to fx 
‘me a ‘prope job on the farm” Cripps, along with several 
‘ther, intends to apply for drama school afier his een. 

“These guys are well beyond amateur level because, 
even with experienced amateurs, it's just an adjunct w 
‘people's ves said Lidington, 35, best-known tothe pub- 
fc an PC Sephen Cater in Creavead, “For these prison- 
es it is the central experience af every day. Theres no 
‘Soube in my mind that some ave the quality and com- 
‘mitment for a senior drama college” 

William Duffy, 30, a dark wiry Scotsman with the hun- 
1y good looks af young Robert Powell, is learning ines 
from Rrendan Reharis jail pay The Quare Fela His 
‘eal is decorated with animal rights posters. “The Caesar 
project ia che only light at the end ofthis tunnel for ae 
Ee murmured. “I went on it for all the wrong reasons 1 
‘ranted an casy ume Once I started, something was being 
drawn out of me thar I hada’ guessed at" Due for release 
this year. Duy hopes ogo to drama school. Nothing else 
in Darupoor he maintains, bas helped him one cinta, 

IFT don't change my attitude awfully soon I'm going 
so leave bere a very ter maa. 1 dont want to see the 
inside of a place like this again, but the way that realisa- 
tion has been Brought about is wally wrong, I havea 
boen rehabilitated in any way; T just haue it so much shat T 
ould face 1o come back. FU be leaving wich a big chip 
on my shoalder although I doni want to” 

‘There ase those wid long memories wo maintain that 
Darunoor was a happier place 25 years ago when ic was 
home for the hardest convicts n the land. “T: was a mach 
harsher place but = lot beter in many ways” recalled 
Narman Gregory, « prison officer with 28 year service 
nearly all ft at Darumoor, "Everybody knew where tbey 


stood and ali he inmates worked, ordy outdoors 

“Princetown uself was much diffrent. The whole 
piace was mantained by us and thee wase't such a gull 
berween village and prison. Inmates sept the sets and 
they cut the lawns and so forth. The governor, chapla 
and chief officer lived up here then and the gardens 
‘would be maintained to the highest standarda” 

In those day up w 400 prisoners a day wouid be on 
outside working parties Officers would parol the damp 
beather-covered moor on borses at a radius of mile or so 
from the prison. Few would-be escapees got past the 
highy-effestive “pony patrol", and those hac did seldom 
reached the edge of Dartmoor before being caught. 

‘Exceptions such as Frank Mitchell- the Mad Aneman 
~ who made itt freedom (and eventual desh in an East 
End pub), would occupy national headlines for weeks 
Escapes over the wall or from outside working parues. 
‘where jast one oficer supervises, are more frequent nom, 
Halfa dozen in a year would not be uncommon. 

“When youve got a few months left to do, the compu- 
{er spews out your name with a Category D afier it” said 
Joha Joyce, the sometime armed robber, "That means vou 
‘an work oud, so they put you on forestry. Wel irh 
‘Hoody cold out there. I's bad enough being in the nick 
mthout being out there ia the middle of winter, so they 
scale away. Theyre tox really exapees Dut the hek, 
copter goes up and i all inthe paper Nonsense ral 

Prisoners cultivate cynicism. I gives them a protective 
Skin against the institution's constant rus — and uncom 
fortable self-knowledge “Inside youe face-to-face with 
youself, you haven got much else. And chat can be 
carey? explaincd relief chaplain The Rev Peter Hanson, 
on oan w Dartmoor fram Wandsworth prison. Never 
thelest, vocatonal training coumes are oremubecribed 
by seekers of knowledge and skill Learning a manual 
Skill is seldom mocked, excep by the systern ite 

‘Balding techniques sone uriversaly popular cours 
Civilian instructors — as with all vocational courses — 
‘tach to City & Guilde standard. Inmates build breeze 
block walls and then learn the deft ar of plastering them 
10 bilias-e smoothness — before knocking the wails 
down and coastructing them again. 

Yet just afew yards amay, covered walkways to the cell- 
blocks have bare surinces crying out for plastering 
‘According to the authorities, the climate i wo wet for 
many semi-exposed wall areas to be plastered. Oc- 
‘asioaaly work such as terracing inte exercise yard can 
be done by the prisoners, but opportunities are few, 

Graduates from the welding course, both gat and are 
techniques, pass through ino a heavy engineering work 
shop  whese they spend their days on the repetitive 
production of heavy barred ges for other ansnirunans 
Within the prison system. "It stinks being imide and 
learning a craft so you can mahe cages W keep other 
pepin in oher nicks d Jo» 

Even in the midst of atempied selorm, Darunoor is a 
warzone animal. La the eyes of the public and many 
prisoners in other jails i is saill the end of the line, a Dead 
End for the soul No for many years han that een oii 
policy but the prison sl has the fe af somewhere being 
tacitly used as a dumping ground. in his work Prison on 
the Moor, writen 35 years ago, Jantin Aull saya: "The 
history of Dartmoor is, of couse, so a degree the history 
fhe English penal yer." 

Within the prison sevice people are well aware that 
jis days as an infamous convict makon are wells the pas. 
Iu" jast another jail said Jobn May urbaneiy On the win 
domi by his desk sit a pair of black iron fees. “But 
‘hat hasn't remotely filtered through 10 the publie. Were 
Bike monasteries; people dont know much about whats 
‘going on and most of the time arent that interested, They 
ike to be abie to believe that thers i some ultamate hoci 
dungeon somewhere Perhaps all cultures need to think: 
they have a prison that isthe ultimate; a dark brooding 


